Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to illustrate the back office efficiency savings made by English councils during the 2004 Spending Review (SR04) period in order to consider the relationship between service delivery, audit and inspection and, efficiency programmes in local government. It considers three research questions; the use of secondary data, the relationship between efficiency savings and contextual factors and, the influence of audit and inspection in delivering efficient public services.
Introduction
UK governments since 1979 have developed a range of mechanisms to bring about change and improvement in the performance of public services. This paper considers on what Downe and Martin (2006) describe as the phases of 'modernisation' since 1997 as central government has tried to transform the politics and performance of English local government. A common feature of the reform movements over the last thirty years, and particularly over the last decade has been a commitment to increased efficiency. The paper considers the relationship between service delivery, audit and inspection and, efficiency programmes in local government showing that efficiency savings have been achieved but not necessarily influenced by audit and inspection or the desire to delivery quality services.
In the 1998 Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR98) the UK government set out to "root out waste and inefficiency" in public services by setting efficiency targets for key public services (HM Treasury, 1998) . As part of CSR98 the government established 'Best Value "to make local government services more efficient and effective" (HM Treasury, 1998) . English councils had a "duty to deliver services to clear standards -covering both cost and quality -by the most economic, efficient and effective means available" (Audit Commission, 1999) (Gershon, 2004) . The review that was released in July 2004 and gave a headline figure of £20 billion of annual efficiencies that UK public services could achieve (Gershon, 2004) .
In May 2010 a coalition government was elected in the UK. The new government emphasised the need for people to become more involved in the delivery of public services through volunteering and social enterprises (the 'Big Society' initiative) and 
The UK context of Service Performance in Local Government
The last 15 years have seen a strong political and policy emphasis on improving public services in the UK (Benington, 2007) (HM Government, 1990) . Often performance measurement is focused on efficiency, productivity and utilisation, whereas performance management builds on performance measurement and is concerned with effectiveness, improvement and a broader, more holistic view of the organisation (Radnor, 2009 ).
In the continuing drive for greater efficiency, the UK Government commissioned Sir Peter Gershon to conduct an independent review of how efficiency savings could be made in the public sector (Gershon, 2004 achieve efficiency savings as well as improve services (Gershon, 2004) . Gershon identified efficiency in the public sector as "making the best use of resources available for the provision of public services" (Gershon, 2004: 6-7 (Gershon, 2004: 55) .
Councils also had to ensure that half of the annual 2.5% efficiency target was achieved through 'cashable' efficiency savings and the other half through 'noncashable' efficiency savings (Table 1) . This paper's focus on efficiency savings aims to draw on the AES data to illustrate how secondary data can be used to understand the efficiency savings made by English councils during SR04 and, to explore efficiency within the context of the role of audit and inspection. In particular, therefore, this paper aims to answer the following research questions:
• Can secondary data sources be used to identify how efficiency savings and service improvements were made by English councils?
• Is there a relationship between efficiency savings made by English councils and internal and external contextual factors?
• How is the relationship between English councils performance in the delivery of efficient public services influenced by the role of audit and inspection?
Methodology
The units of analysis for this paper are the 388 single tier and county councils and were district councils.
In England areas of high population density that are mainly urban, public services are delivered by single tier councils that provide, or commission, a range of services to the public including education, social care, welfare services and planning. In areas of low population density public services are delivered by two types of councils: district councils and county councils. County councils deliver public services such as education and social care to more than one local area and have budgets that are similar in size to single tier councils. District councils deliver public services such as environmental and welfare services to one local area and have budgets that are much smaller than county councils.
For the purposes of analysis the single tier and county councils were grouped into one unit of analysis as both types of local authorities provide similar services to the public and have similar sized budgets. The district councils were grouped into a separate unit of analysis as the councils provide the same range of services to the public and have smaller budgets when compared to single tier and county councils. A third unit of analysis was created from all the 388 English councils, to provide a comparator for single tier and county councils and district councils.
This paper considers the back office efficiency savings made by English councils during SR04 because this was one of the key areas which Gershon identified that English councils could make significant efficiency savings. The baseline year for analysis was 2005/06 because this was the first year of the SR04 period and the first year when Gershon efficiency savings of 2.5 per cent came into affect.
For the purposes of analysis back office functions were based upon the following service areas from the AES:
• procurement;
• corporate services (e.g. finance, administration, marketing); and
• transactional services (e.g. revenues and benefits processing).
The AES data for the three years was analysed to determine the:
• total efficiency gains during SR04;
• if councils exceeded their predictions of total levels of efficiency savings during SR04;
• total back office efficiency gains;
• how back office and front line service efficiency gains contributed to the 7.5 per cent efficiency target; and
• the contribution of cashable and non-cashable efficiency savings to total back office efficiency gains.
Data from the AES was also compared against a number of external contextual factors to see if back office efficiency gains were influenced by external factors. The indicators that were chosen (see Table 2 ) were selected to give an indication of the socioeconomic makeup of each English council local area and reflect a standard set of indicators (including population and deprivation) used by in their analysis of public sector service failure. The performance indicators that were used were:
• BV109a Planning applications: Major applications;
• BV109b Planning applications: Minor applications;
• BV109c Planning applications: Other applications;
• BV12 Working days lost due to sickness absence;
• BV78a Speed of processing new claim to housing benefit/council tax benefit;
• BV78b Speed of processing change of circumstances to housing benefit/council tax benefit;
• BV79a Accuracy of housing benefit/council tax benefit claims;
• BV8 Percentage of invoices paid on time; and 
How do they do it?: Efficiency Results Achieved
The analysis of the AES demonstrates that English councils beat the SR04 7.5 per cent efficiency target, making £4.34 billion of total efficiency gains during SR04 (Table 3) . (Figure 1 ).
Figure 1 Actual and predicted efficiency gains during SR04
Source: Audit Commission, 2008
The contribution of the cashable and non-cashable efficiency gains The analysis shows that for single tier and county councils, district councils and all councils, there was no R² result that showed a statistically significant relationship between the back office efficiency savings and the internal ( This suggests that the process of making back office efficiency savings in English councils is not influenced by internal or external contextual factors in terms of particular BVPIs or population or deprivation figures. It could mean that the efficiency savings are achieved in isolation. In other words, the findings indicate that in responding to the efficiency agenda the focus of managers and staff in the councils could be on achieving the particular output or result (in this case the savings) without considering the context of the authority or local needs. This, with other explanations will be considered further in the discussion.
Discussion and Conclusion
By drawing on the data set AES this The findings in this paper indicate that the current focus on efficiency targets is independent to local context. This is supported by the finding of the level of cashable savings. Figure 2 clearly illustrates that the gain from cashable savings are higher than non-cashable. This maybe because cashable savings are much 'easier' to achieve, i.e. reducing stationary, reduction of headcount etc, or it might be because they are easier to count and audit, they are more flexible (they produce money), or they are linked to a contextual factor not considered (e.g. the level of council tax increase). Achieving non-cashable savings may mean a change in processes, relationships or systems. Therefore, it could be argued that once a greater focus is placed onto non-cashable savings the result should see a change in the measures and indicators used by councils maybe linked to the National Indicator Set (NIS) with more focus on time and quality directly related to delivery. Then a stronger relationship should be calculated between internal contextual factors and efficiency savings indicating a possible move from performance measurement and reporting to performance management. If a relationship was not detected in future this may highlight that 'gaming' (Radnor, 2008) has and is occurring either in the reporting of the NIS or the efficiency savings or both! This would indicate that the context and local needs are 'ignored' in order to achieve a result -in this case the efficiency savings target.
Similar findings regarding the relationship between a policy and context also occurred in the evaluation of another UK modernisation agenda -The Beacon Scheme. In this study relationships were sought and analysed on the relationship between the impact of contextual, institutional and management factors on organisational performance and, engagement in The Beacon Scheme. Across Rounds 1 to 7 of the Beacon Scheme through analysis of related BVPIs, population and deprivation data with results of a survey focused on the Beacon Scheme the only internal authority characteristic that was found to predict repeated and successful involvement with the Beacon Scheme was attendance at Beacon learning events (Withers, 2007) .
Other limited empirical studies which have looked at the influence of context upon local authority outcomes also have had interesting results. For example, Boyne (1996) found mixed evidence on the effects of authority size on performance: fewer than half the empirical results showed that small authorities perform best, however the very largest authorities also performed well against the same indicators whilst, 'medium-sized' authorities performed least well. Boyne therefore concluded that the impact of authority size and subsequent scale varied across service and performance indicators and that there is 'no one optimum scale of service provision' (Boyne, 1996:824) . Research by showed that local authority service performance was significantly constrained by local circumstances beyond council control, including diverse service needs. This research points to the fact that it is not only management processes and decisions but also conditions potentially beyond organisational control that influence organisational outcomes.
Reflecting on the findings above, and in this paper, there is an indication that when making decisions on modernisation agenda initiatives and policy within local authorities the focus is often on achieving the 'result' or 'target' (for this paper it was the efficiency savings) without consideration of the context. In their analysis of the Local Government Modernisation Agenda (LGMA) Downe and Martin (2006) found that most of the officials interviewed "did not recognise the notion of interrelated polices" (Downe and Martin, 2006: 481) . However, in concluding they note that although the LGMA appears to be a succession of largely unrelated initiatives and programme of reform not supported through central government 'joining up' the local authorities managers themselves are attempting to 'own' the initiatives, develop and evolve strategy in order to impact service improvement (Downe and Martin, 2006 ).
The discussion above helps to consider the third question which asks how the relationship between councils drive for efficient services, which to date have been driven by government agendas and policies, is influenced by audit and inspection. This is interesting given that their role within England is currently being significantly reduced. The new coalition government has rejected many parts of the modernisation agenda but has strengthened the role of the 'localism' agenda. The localism agenda has emphasised the role of local people in making judgements about whether councils have delivered value for money in public services. This in theory means that the targets related to savings and key performance indicators will reduce along with the role of audit and inspection. This research has showed that the efficiency targets led to significant savings but the savings were not influenced by contextual factors and could have driven 'gaming' behaviours (Radnor, 2008) .
Therefore, it could be argued that the role of audit and inspection through performance indicators and targets has produced a focus on the wrong thing i.e.
hitting the target but, it could also be argued that the presence of audit and inspection has had a role in 'setting direction'. What this analysis indicates and raises are interesting questions to 'how' the efficiency savings are being achieved, and to suggest that maybe to make further efficiency savings English councils need to better understand the context of their modernisation strategy and policies to drive not only achievement of the results but also improvement of service performance. In this sense the new agenda may allow, particularly the high performing councils, to response more clearly to their context and continue to drive not only efficient but effective services.
For the academic community the findings from this research raise questions about how, now with the reduced focus on the role of performance indicators and measures and audit and inspection, policy makers and managers within local government manage, drive, monitor and report performance improvement in their service delivery.
For the current climate in the UK, particularly England, where after over a decade of measures and inspection this gives a opportunity to research and develop further knowledge on improvement and innovation where the boundaries for change is becoming more about administration and less about management.
Disclaimer
The Audit Commission has agreed that its research on back office efficiency savings carried out during 2008 can be used in this paper. The views expressed in the paper are solely those of the authors.
